After the attacks of September 11, 2001, Norman Denzin asked me to write a short reflective piece for this journal, something to help frame what then seemed like an unthinkable set of circumstances. I resisted the impulse to frame the event in the progressive language with which I was comfortable. If any good were to come from the tragedy, I imagined, it would be the opportunity for collective reflection on the United States' place in the world. The line between "here" and "there," between "us" and "them," had been inextricably shattered, I wrote, forcing us toward new ways of thinking and senses of scale, new kinds of languages, new possibilities. I ended the piece evoking this sense of possibility, a sense that the United States as a nation-now facing the reality that it really was just one nation among many-would rise to this occasion. This tragedy, I imagined, would bring out the best in us.
It's been less than a month since the 2004 elections. The United States did, of course, reimagine its place in the world. However, it didn't bring out the best in us. More than anything, we seem to have squandered the moment, the extraordinary good will and faith most of the world showed us, our opportunity to realize some of our potential as a multicultural democracy on the global stage. In the years since September 11, 2001, the Bush administration has steadfastly pursued a single set of domestic and international policies, girded by military might and fundamentalist zeal. Reason is now less important than faith. Deliberation is a sign of weakness. The world is clearly divided between those who are "with us" and "against us," those "good" and "evil."
The clarity of vision masks the particular combination of failed, misguided, and nakedly opportunistic policies that have come to mark the past 4 years. The single most glaring of these, of course, has been the war in Iraq. The administration could not have been any clearer or more resolute in justifying the war-Saddam Hussein's chemical and biological weapons were "imminent threats," as were the regime's close ties to Al Qaeda and bin Laden. Giving the weapon inspectors or diplomats more time, they said, was far too dangerous an option. Of course, the administration just as quickly stopped making these claims and even (astoundingly) denied ever making them when they turned out to be false. The real reason, they said, was Hussein's torture chambers. Of course, this claim too was just as quickly downplayed when our own torture chambers were discovered at Abu Ghraib. By then, we were in too deep, Bush claimed. The country and our solders were now fully committed and at risk. Dissent was unpatriotic (at best) and treasonous (at worst). How to understand or make sense out of these Byzantine twists and turns? Simple faith in our own goodness, it seems.
The Republican victories in the 2004 election were clear. Bush won the popular and electoral vote decisively. The Republican Party gained seats in the House and Senate. Many disapproved of or expressed some reservations about the war in Iraq-just not enough to matter. Although the vast majority of Bush's support came from Whites, of course, he did capture enough of the Black and Hispanic vote to make a difference. Bush did not win the election only through the support of the country's elites and upper classes. He won it through the support of many of the nation's poorest, particularly in the rural South. Religion played an unprecedented role in the election. Many cited morality issues as most important in their choice.
In many respects, a familiar "conjunctural" or "articulation" analysis explains much of what happened. The right has drawn together a set of disparate interests and constituencies in building a new kind of consensus. The result is an odd combination of beliefs and affiliations, such as those best highlighted by Michael Apple in his prescient and brilliant Educating the "Right" Way (2001). Here, he highlights the emergent "conservative modernization" power bloc-a set of links drawing together economic neo-liberals, cultural neoconservatives, evangelical Christians, and the new middle classes. Poor Southern Christians and rich CEO's now feel as if they are a part of the same struggle, have the same enemies, share interests in the same leaders and parties. The increasing incoherence of the left (generally) and the Democratic Party (more specifically) has only made the right's job easier.
We can learn much from such approaches. We must also keep extending this discussion, particularly in the immediacies of this moment. We must now ask, as well, what kinds of political or pedagogical strategies emerge from such analyses. On some level, I have continued faith in the pedagogical strategies often implicit in cultural studies. We must make visible what's invisible, highlight what is often tacit and unspoken, the nodes that make certain ideas "thinkable." We must open spaces for critical reflection on the often affectively and emotionally charged ways politicians attempt to build their power blocs. As Denzin (2005) noted elsewhere, there have been scores of popular efforts to do such work, to uncover the hidden: "There are more than 100 anti-Bush books, and still counting" (p. 126). "Bush's lies have been catalogued, documented and analyzed" (p. 126) This is a critical front in the progressive struggle. I can't imagine where the country would be if such books hadn't been written. Such efforts, however, should not exhaust the progressive agenda. Indeed, such analyses often assume an enlightened "we" against which the broader public is defined. Such analyses assume that people are misinformed, undereducated, and/or uncritical-that our own insights will lead to more critical or enlightened thinking. While there may be some truth in this regard, there seems another issue at stake here. Such analyses often underestimate or ignore the deep, affective investments people hold, the depth of feeling which mark belief systems. If nothing else, the Republican Party has tapped into that depth of feeling-a depth of feeling about morality, country, and self that has crystallized into an absolutely unbreakable faith for many. This kind of faith is difficult to understand from a distance. It often appears (for good reason) simply illogical, defying all good sense and reason. One is tempted to simply give up in despair when confronting it, to be frustrated and bitter that our analyses and insights don't transform it, to continue to pursue increasingly irrelevant agendas and issues.
Perhaps qualitative inquiry can be of use here. If nothing else, qualitative inquiry should push us outward, into the world. While key critical debates have continued to mark the field, this imperative has largely remained-qualitative researchers have tried to understand how people understand their realities. This seems a useful disposition or starting point for progressives today, struggling to articulate a broadly resonating vision of the world. Unfortunately, it seems a disposition largely missing from much progressive struggle. On the one hand, mainstream vestiges of the left (such as those represented by the Democratic Party) have been largely reduced to critiquing the implementation or execution of conservative policies (e.g., No Child Left Behind has been underfunded, the war in Iraq should be more effectively carried out, etc.). On the other, radical critiques from within the academy have interrogated and deconstructed unfolding conservative machinations, pointing out their errors, lies, and strategies. In both cases, the left has failed to articulate a vision of a better world would look like-and the right has stepped squarely into this space.
In the end, if the left can't offer people compelling narratives for how to live their lives, progressive spaces will continue to shrink. Material analyses are critical, though they only get us so far. Recall that so-called morality issues (however perversely defined) were more important to many poor and disenfranchised than health care and jobs. The right has given people something to believe in, particularly in the wake of September 11, 2001. So can the left. However, we can't envision these narratives by ourselves. We must construct them in partnership with peoples and communities outside of our own. If nothing else, qualitative inquiry-as a pedagogical and performative practice-should push us into these spaces.
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